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Certification
and Labeling

of Forest
Products: 
Will It Lead to More

Environmentally Benign 

Forestry in Maine?  

By Mario F. Teisl 

Stephanie Peavey

Kelly O’Brien

From a supply and demand point of view, the trend toward

forest-products certification appears simple: some retail

consumers may prefer to buy products from forests managed

in an environmentally sound way while some forest owners

may be willing to alter their management practices in order

to sell to these consumers. However, as the authors indicate,

the issue of communicating to consumers the degree of

“environmental good” being purchased can be complicated

and may be a factor affecting the long-term success of

certification programs. The authors present the results of a

recent survey that assessed the use of two types of consumer

labels—eco-seals and eco-labels. They conclude that the

current practice in the forest-products industry of using

eco-seals alone to market the “environmental goodness” 

of products may not be as effective as other types of labels

that provide consumers with detailed information about the

product’s environmental attributes.  �
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INTRODUCTION

Spurred by organizations such as the Forest
Stewardship Council (FSC) and the American Forest

and Paper Association (AFPA), environmental certifica-
tion and labeling programs for forests and forest prod-
ucts are rapidly being implemented. Forest certification
is a process in which an independent third party mea-
sures current forest-management practices against some
environmental-management standards. Forest-product
certification requires an independent third party to 
perform a chain-of-custody audit to confirm that wood
from certified forests is being used in product lines.
Although certification of forest products is necessarily
more complicated than that of certification of
forests—particularly when forest products are com-
posed of timber or wood pulp from many different
forests—forest-product certification and labeling pro-
vide a direct link between forest-management practices
and the environmentally conscious retail consumer.

1

Recent research suggests there is a potential retail
market for environmentally certified forest products
(Ozanne and Vlosky, 1997; 1998). As a result, hun-
dreds of companies in the United States have begun 
to sell a diverse range of certified forest products (FSC,
1998). In addition, large purchasers of wood (Home
Depot, IKEA International) have committed to stocking
environmentally certified wood products, presumably in
the hope that retail consumers desire these types of
products. This push to certify has already made an
impact on Maine forestry. Currently, approximately
60% of the ten million acres of industrial forestland 
is certified by either FSC

2
or the AFPA through their

Sustainable Forestry Initiative (SFI). 
From a supply and demand point of view, the

trend toward wood-products certification appears sim-
ple: some retail consumers prefer to buy products from
forests managed in an environmentally acceptable fash-
ion while some forest owners and managers are willing
to alter their practices in order to sell to these consumers.
From a market perspective, all that is needed is some
mechanism to organize and match those who demand
with those who provide improved forestry practices.
Herein lies the concept of a labeling program.

Currently, sellers of certified wood products can
designate that their product comes from an environ-
mentally managed forest either through use of an eco-
seal (see Figure 1) or an eco-label. Eco-seals, such as
seals-of-approval issued by certification programs, pro-
vide a general stamp of confirmation that some stan-
dard has been met by the product itself or in its
production process. They communicate little detail
about the product’s underlying attributes; only those
who are intimately familiar with the certification
agency and its standards understand the full meaning of
the symbol. (The most popular example of an eco-seal
may be the dolphin-friendly stamp found on certain
brands of tuna.) On the other hand, eco-labels provide
detailed information about the product’s underlying
attributes and are similar to a nutrition label. 

Figure 1:
Examples of Current Forestry Certification Labels
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From a policy perspective, one aim
of eco-labeling programs is to educate
retail consumers about the environmen-
tal impacts of the product’s consump-
tion, thereby leading to a change in
buying behavior and ultimately to the
use of more environmentally benign
forest-management practices. (For
example, current certification programs
focus on reducing water pollution,
enhancing forest ecosystem health,
species bio-diversity and the conserva-
tion of environmentally special forests
such as old growth stands or those that
contain endangered of threatened
species.) From a business perspective,
eco-labeling allows firms that use 
more sustainable forestry management
practices to potentially gain market
share and/or to maximize profits.
Thus, information that allows retail
consumers to make better purchase 
decisions is inherently desirable. 

However, whether retail con-
sumers of certified wood products
demand specific changes in forest-man-
agement practices or just some general
assurance of environmental improve-
ment is not well understood. Some
retail consumers may be largely igno-
rant of forestry practices and may

merely want information about some undefined ‘envi-
ronmental improvement’ in practices (as could be con-
veyed by an eco-seal). Other retail consumers may be
very knowledgeable and desire information about cer-
tain, specific alterations. These consumers may prefer 
to see a more detailed label that discloses a table of
environmental attributes, such as a nutrition label. 

The financial costs of labeling can be divided into
two areas: the cost of providing the information (i.e.,
the cost of designing and printing labels) and the cost
of verifying the information (i.e., the cost of certifica-
tion). Generally the cost of designing and printing new
product labels is relatively small. However, the costs of

forest and forest-product certification (the cost of the
forest management and the chain-of-custody audits)
may be significant, particularly for small landowners.

3

Certification also may increase costs by necessitating
more costly forest-management techniques. Importantly,
some proportion of these costs will be passed on to
retail consumers in the form of higher prices. 

Despite the higher price associated with most
environmentally certified wood products, the wide-
spread implementation of eco-labeling programs sug-
gests they are perceived as an effective method of
altering consumer-purchasing behavior. Indeed, research
investigating other types of labeling programs (e.g.,
nutrition labeling) has demonstrated that they can make
significant changes in consumer behavior (Teisl and
Levy, 1997). However, an open question is whether
certain types of labels have a greater effect on con-
sumer behavior than other types of labels. For instance,
the current trend in marketing environmentally certified
wood products is to use simple eco-seals. What is poten-
tially troublesome about this practice is that research in
other product markets indicates that seals-of-approval
(like an eco-seal) may be relatively ineffective (Teisl, et
al., 1999). In short, there is little understanding of how
the characteristics of a labeling program may affect a
certification program’s effectiveness. 

Although many articles have presented ‘production
side’ critiques of forest and forest-product certification
(e.g., debate about the principles, criteria and indicators
of sustainable forest management), in this article, we
examine forest-product certification from the point of
view of consumer research. We present some results
from an ongoing University of Maine study focused on
forest-product labeling. Results from this study indicate
that the current state of forest-product labeling is not
the most effective from a policy or business standpoint. 

THE UNIVERSITY OF MAINE STUDY

Although there are potentially many different 
factors that could influence a label’s effectiveness, two
factors seem particularly important. One factor is the
amount of information provided on the label. The 
second factor is the degree to which the labels are

Despite the
higher price
associated 
with most 
environmentally
certified wood
products, the
widespread
implementation
of eco-labeling
programs 
suggests they
are perceived 
as an effective
method of 
altering con-
sumer-purchas-
ing behavior.
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mandatory. At one extreme, labeling restrictions 
are mandatory—certain pieces of information are
required to be displayed on the product. At the other
extreme, labeling restrictions are voluntary. Currently,
most forest-product labeling programs fall into the
voluntary category. 

To understand how these factors might affect the
retail consumers’ propensity to buy environmentally
certified wood products, during the summer of 2000,
we conducted a mail survey of 3,290 United States’
adults, of whom roughly 60% responded.

4

The survey questionnaire featured two tasks
designed to elicit respondent reactions to alternative
labeling programs. The first task presented various
environmental labels to respondents. After viewing each
label, respondents were asked how they would: (1) rate
the credibility of the label; (2) rate the environmental
friendliness of the product; and (3) rate their level of
satisfaction with the amount of information presented.
It also asked respondents to indicate the likelihood that
they would buy the product if the price and quality
were the same as the brand of wood product they cur-
rently purchase. The amount of information presented
on the label was varied. Some respondents viewed only
an eco-seal while others viewed an eco-seal accompa-
nied by a more detailed ‘nutrition-type’ label that listed
five environmental attributes of the product (i.e.,
amount of environmental pollution, level of fish and
wildlife protection, level of sustainable management)
along with ‘scores’ for each attribute. The labels also
differed by the organization certifying (hypothetically)
the environmental information. The organizations
included the United States Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA), the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC)
and the Sierra Club (SC). 

In the second task respondents were simultaneous-
ly presented labels representing three competing
(generic) wood products and, after viewing the prod-
ucts, respondents were asked which product they would
buy. The price and environmental attributes were set so
that one was the low-price, least environmentally sound
product; one was the high-price, most environmentally
sound product, and one was mid-range for both attrib-
utes. The price of the product was always disclosed;

however, the environmental information varied. We
manipulated three key elements of the information.
First, we manipulated the amount of environmental
information displayed on a product; respondents were
shown three levels: no environmental information, 
a simple eco-seal, or an eco-seal with more detailed
environmental information. Second, we manipulated
the degree to which the labels were displayed across
the three products. Regimes could assume three levels:
no environmental information disclosed, the two envi-
ronmentally preferred products disclosed environmental
information, or all three products disclosed environ-
mental information. The situation where some products
do not disclose environmental information (e.g., when
none, or only two, of the three products disclose envi-
ronmental information) might represent a policy sce-
nario in which label disclosure is voluntary. The
situation where all three products viewed by the
respondent disclose environmental information might
represent a mandatory labeling policy (i.e., all products
must disclose environmental information). Finally, we
manipulated the organization hypothetically certifying
the environmental information (EPA, FSC, SC). 

RESULTS

Credibility
As mentioned earlier, several factors can decrease

the impact of a label, and could delay or derail the
potential benefits of forest-certification programs. The
credibility of the certifying organization is one such
factor. Unlike other quality attributes that retail con-
sumers can verify before purchase or shortly after pur-
chase, the promise of improved forestry practices is
impossible for most retail consumers to verify. Hence,
the success of forest-product certification-labeling pro-
grams uniquely hinges on forest-product companies
being able to credibly communicate to the consumer
that forestry practices have been altered. To date, there
is only limited evidence available concerning consumer
acceptance and trust of forest-product certification. 

In the present study, respondents generally viewed
the (hypothetical) Sierra Club labels as the most credi-
ble and the (hypothetical) EPA labels as the least credi-
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ble. In addition, respondents viewed more detailed
environmental labels as more credible than simple eco-
seals. For the EPA and Sierra Club labels, adding more
detailed information increased the credibility rating by
about 5%. However, adding more detailed information
to the FSC label increased the label’s credibility by
about 15%. This may be due to the different degree to
which individuals are familiar with the certifying agen-
cies; adding more information to the FSC label may
have been more powerful because most people are not
familiar with the FSC. 

Correct Identification of Environmental Rankings
Another potential measure of the effectiveness of

a label is if retail consumers can accurately rank com-
peting products by key attributes. When only eco-seals
are provided, the Sierra Club-certified product was seen
as environmentally better than either the FSC- or EPA-
certified product; otherwise, eco-seals did not provide
enough information for respondents to accurately dif-
ferentiate products. However, adding a detailed infor-
mation table allowed for greater, more accurate product
differentiation; respondents were able to correctly use
the environmental table to rank each product by its
environmental profile. 

Satisfaction with the Level of Information
For environmental labeling to work, it must induce

retail consumers to purchase environmentally friendly
products over their non-environmentally friendly com-
petitors. If faced with inadequate information, con-
sumers may choose not to buy the presumably more

expensive, environmentally friendly product—thus
destroying the potential benefits of the market. To
gauge the potential for ‘turning off ’ potential retail
consumers, we asked respondents if they felt they had
received enough information to make an informed
decision. Label satisfaction seemed to reflect the label’s
perceived credibility. When viewing simple eco-seals,
respondents were most satisfied with the level of infor-
mation provided by the Sierra Club and least satisfied
with the level of information provided by the FSC and
EPA. This is interesting given that the actual amount of
information on the eco-seals was the same across all the
certifiers. However, for all three certifiers, respondents
were most satisfied when presented with the more
detailed labels. 

Likelihood-to-Buy
In general, respondents’ likelihood-to-buy respons-

es were the same across certifiers when respondents
were presented with only a simple eco-seal; respondents
were only slightly more likely to buy a SC- or FSC-cer-
tified product relative to the EPA-certified product.
Apparently, eco-seals did not provide enough informa-
tion for respondents to accurately differentiate products.
However, when additional information was provided,

respondents generally pre-
ferred to buy products that
displayed higher environ-
mental scores. For the more
detailed labels, the likeli-
hood-to-buy decision
seems to reflect the joint
effect of the label’s per-
ceived credibility and the
perceived environmental
rating. For example, except
for the Sierra Club label,

the likelihood-to-buy score generally reflects the envi-
ronmental ranking of the products. With the Sierra
Club label, the likelihood-to-buy score is higher than
the EPA product even though the EPA-labeled product
actually displayed a higher environmental score; this
reaction may reflect the relatively higher perceived cred-
ibility of the Sierra Club label. 

Not surprisingly, when no environmental information is present-
ed (i.e., only prices are given), most respondents chose the low-
price product.… However, voluntary disclosure of more detailed
labels did increase consumer choice of the most environmentally
benign—albeit most expensive—product.
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Voluntary Versus Mandatory
The amount of information provided on a label

and the degree to which labels are mandatory can have
a significant impact on a respondent’s choice of prod-
ucts. Not surprisingly, when no environmental informa-
tion is presented (i.e., only prices are given), most
respondents chose the low-price product. With volun-
tary disclosure of eco-seals, either the eco-seal did not
alter respondents’ choices or they were slightly more
likely to choose the product that was mid-range on
price and the environmental attributes. Notably, the 
voluntary disclosure of eco-seals did not increase the
choice of the highest-priced, but most environmentally
sound product. However, voluntary disclosure of more
detailed labels did increase consumer choice of the
most environmentally benign—albeit most expensive—
product. Thus, under a voluntary labeling program,
more detailed disclosures assisted respondents signifi-
cantly better than simple eco-seals; the eco-seal format
simply did not allow identification of the most envi-
ronmentally benign product. However, when detailed
environmental information is disclosed, respondent
choices are not significantly different across voluntary
and mandatory labeling regimes. Apparently, respon-
dents are able to correctly infer that the lack of a
detailed environmental label on the low-price, least-
environmentally sound product (under the voluntary
scenario) signals that this product performs relatively
poorly on this characteristic. Thus, when detailed envi-
ronmental information is truthfully disclosed, voluntary
labeling regimes work as well as similar mandatory
labeling policies.

DISCUSSION

The results suggest that United States’ retail 
consumers do value the environmental benefits created
from more environmentally benign forest-management
practices. Thus, consumer-driven purchases could
potentially support a future of environmentally benign
forest-management practices in Maine with less reliance
upon other policy alternatives coming from the Maine
legislature or from the passage of forest-related referen-
da. However, the results also suggest that the current

state of forest-product labeling,
which relies heavily on the use
of simple eco-seals that may
reflect different or similar stan-
dards, is not the most effective
labeling approach.  

Moreover, not only are
detailed environmental labels
more beneficial for retail con-
sumers (and environmentally
sensitive forest-product manu-
facturers) than simple eco-seals,
they also may help to reduce
the use of misleading environ-
mental claims. The use of mis-
leading environmental claims 
is not trivial. One study found
that approximately 50% of
environmental advertising 
was misleading or deceptive
(Kangun, et al., 1991). Further,
a study of “sustainability”
claims applied to wood prod-
ucts by over six hundred 
companies revealed that only
three were willing to substantiate their environmental
marketing claims (Read, 1991). Thus, more detailed
environmental labels, unlike eco-seals, may help to
restrict the seller’s ability to make these misleading and
false environmental claims, and may help to improve
the credibility of sellers making honest claims.  

The eco-labeling of environmentally certified 
forest products has the long-range potential of encour-
aging more environmentally benign forest practices in
Maine and may financially reward more environmental-
ly sensitive firms in the state. However, it seems 
unlikely that the current practice of using eco-seals 
will increase purchases of products from Maine’s 
environmentally managed forests. We recommend that
parties interested in the long-range success of these
programs (e.g., Maine-based environmental organiza-
tions, forest-products manufacturers and environmental
certifiers) consider altering current labeling approaches.
Specifically, we recommend that eco-seals should not

Please turn page to view references for this article.

Mario F. Teisl is an assistant 
professor in the Department of
Resource Economics and Policy 
at the University of Maine. 
He joined the university in 
1990 after obtaining a Ph.D. 
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3. Evidence suggests there are many small landowners
in Maine who would certify their forests if the
cost of the certification was lower. FSC-based
organizations like SmartWood have attempted to
aggregate smaller groups of landowners to help
lower the individual costs of certification.

4. Individuals wanting more information about the
wood labeling study can contact Mario F. Teisl,
Department of Resource Economics and Policy,
5782 Winslow Hall, University of Maine, Orono,
ME 04469. Phone: 207-581-3162; e-mail:
teisl@maine.edu
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be used by themselves; at a
minimum, supporting text is
needed to increase credibility.
We also recommend that envi-
ronmental certification of wood
products should be performed,
or regulated, by one familiar
governmental or independent
organization. If one familiar
governmental or independent
organization is not used, we
recommend the implementation
of a significant public-
education program to inform 
consumers about certifying
organizations and their 
certification processes.  �

ENDNOTES

1. Here we define retail consumers as those who 
purchase end-use products. Thus, an individual
who purchases a piece of wooden furniture or
some lumber for a do-it-yourself project is a 
retail consumer. A contractor who purchases
dimensional lumber to construct a house is not 
a retail consumer.

2. FSC is not a certification agency but an accreditor
of certification agencies; each FSC-approved certi-
fier must adhere to FSC’s principles and criteria.
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